Introduction
Muslims are contemporary India's largest religious minority, comprising about 13 per cent of the total population in 2001. They are unevenly distributed geographically and in some areas-notably Uttar Pradesh (UP), Bihar and West Bengal in the north and Kerala in the south-Muslims are a substantial minority. About a quarter of India's Muslims live in UP, where they accounted for around 18 per cent of the population in 2001 (over 30 million). 7 January 2010 as sent to Masooda urbane [khvush akhlāq] , the ustānīs and their male colleagues alike deployed contrasts that were heavily freighted with value judgements: between the cultured poise and well-bred polish of the urban middle classes and the ill-bred and coarse vulgarity of loutish rustics devoid of civilisation. Similar imaginaries are common amongst north Indian urbanitesindeed they figured prominently in our interviews with schoolteachers. The rustic is not associated with charming rural idylls: rather it is devalued, even perceived as dangerous, and in need of eradication.
The ustānīs' task was also deeply gendered and they dreamt of cultivating in their rural pupils forms of femininity compatible with genteel domesticity-in other words, of replacing rustic patriarchy with urbane patriarchy. Through the ustānīs' own demeanour, the girls in their charge could observe embodied examples of urbane female behaviour to supplement the texts they studied in the formal curriculum. In this sense, the ustānīs were trying to 'lead by example'. Yet, we argue, the ustānīs' authority was severely delimited. The male madrasa staff generally had higher formal qualifications-especially in Islamic subjects-and parda practices further circumscribed the ustānīs' capacity to influence how the madrasa was run. And the ustānīs' efforts to reform the girls in their charge were continually challenged by their pupils' young age and poor rural backgrounds and by large class sizes.
The vast majority of UP's population lives in the rural areas, and issues germane to Muslim girls' education elsewhere in the state are similar to what we describe here. Nevertheless, our paper explores a specific context, and should not be read as representative of the situation throughout India or South Asia more generally. Islamic practices are socially embedded and profiles of gender differentiation are regionally specific. In some places in South Asia, boarding madrasas for girls have enabled women teachers to attain positions of Jeffery, Jeffery and Jeffrey: Leading by Example/4 7 January 2010 as sent to Masooda moderate authority. 3 Equally, women sometimes play significant roles in the Tablīghī Jamāʻat. 4 More informally, women also lead all-women study groups. 5 And some women play more publicly visible roles, for instance in relation to the reform of Muslim Personal
Law in India. 6 In some contexts, then, Muslim women achieve positions of greater influence and authority than the ustānīs whom we discuss here.
Madrasas in north India
The ustānīs and their apparently cloistered madrasa workplaces must first be located within the wider context of UP, of gender politics, communal politics (or the politics of religious community) and of educational provision in general.
Northern India is characterised by a gender politics that is heavily inflected by differences of class and rural/urban residence. Aside from the 'modern' urban élites in large metropolitan cities, prestigious and respectable forms of gender politics-'urbane patriarchy'-are most readily practised by the relatively wealthy, especially in urban areas:
the male breadwinner supporting his dependent wife and children, with women based in the home, fulfilling their domestic duties. There are some differences between religious communities, especially in dress codes. In Bijnor town and its hinterland, however, most of the madrasas we visited had only very young girls in their student bodies, if at all, and no female teachers. One exception is the madrasa in Begawala, about 5 km north-west of Bijnor town. The madrasa comprises an extensive compound created piecemeal since its opening in 1958: a large central courtyard surrounded by a mosque, classrooms and quarters for some of the male staff and those boys who boarded. It had a roll of over 1100 pupils, about 600 of whom were girls (day-pupils only) being taught by the ustānīs. There were 11 classrooms for girls, but only 5-6 ustānīs when we were doing our research. 19 Robinson, "Islamic Reform." Qur'ān Sarīf in qawāʻid style (a guttural style that is uncommon in South Asia). Since qawāʻid recitation was unfamiliar to the Begawala staff, the madrasa management committee sent two molvīs to spend a couple of months at another madrasa in Bijnor district learning it.
They then provided in-service training to their colleagues, including the ustānīs. Until that point there had been 11 ustānīs at the madrasa-but six apparently failed to adjust to the qawāʻid style and were sacked.
Most of the remaining ustānīs in Begawala had not studied advanced Islamic subjects, although two had BAs. They had learned to read the Qur'ān Sarīf and Urdu, either through private tuition at home or by attending a madrasa as young girls. and had put in a word for her with the madrasa management. After being widowed when she was 27, Hanisa had a lengthy career as a schoolteacher in Saharanpur and Dehra Dun, finally being recruited through recommendations from her employers at a Muslim-run school in Bijnor town. Shabnam had been taught in Begawala by Farida Khatun and her father knew the madrasa manager. Aisha was the only ustānī appointed primarily because of her qualifications-but she, too, had been a Begawala pupil in her early childhood.
Over the course of some two decades, then, the Principal's initial invitation to Farida
Khatun had resulted in the recruitment of several women. In this, Farida Khatun was crucial.
She assessed the abilities of candidates referred to her (for instance, listening to them reciting the Qur'ān Sarīf), before conveying her final recommendations to the Principal. Yet Farida Khatun always met him (and other male colleagues) wearing her burqaʽ with the veil over her face. Prospective ustānīs-only those whom Farida Khatun considered appropriate appointees-were similarly concealed when they went through their paces before the male interview panel.
The ustānīs' presence in the madrasa, indeed, revolved around the continual performance of parda norms by ustānīs and male staff alike. Neither ustānīs nor female pupils entered the mosque. Boys and girls were taught in separate spaces, with the more senior girls' classrooms located on the second storey along a broad veranda overlooking the courtyard. Female pupils briskly traversed the courtyard to their classrooms with their heads bowed, wearing white salwār, simple light blue qamīṣ and white dopaṭṭā covering their head and chest. The ustānīs arrived wearing black burqaʽ which they removed only in their classrooms, where they would hang them on a peg, ready for when they needed to go outside. the ustānīs' teaching practices-although during our research, the ustānīs had coached the girls to recite stirring patriotic speeches for India's Republic Day ceremonies and were dismayed to be chastised for wasting time on irrelevancies, a response perhaps reflecting the men's wish to keep the madrasa disengaged from the agendas of the Indian state.
Some aspects of the madrasa organisation were far from satisfactory for the ustānīs.
In the early 2000s, there was repeated talk of building separate new premises for girls (including a hostel for boarders). By 2007, nothing had transpired. Meanwhile, the girls' Jeffery, Jeffery and Jeffrey: Leading by Example/16 7 January 2010 as sent to Masooda classrooms were smaller than the ones for boys-yet the girls' class sizes were much larger and the girls had to sit cheek-by-jowl. Similarly, some 17 male staff were teaching boys, but there were only 11 notional posts-about half of them vacant during our research-for the larger number of girls attending the madrasa. And the ustānīs were paid less than the male staff.
Ustānīs and their female pupils
Whilst the marking of gender distancing and inequality was always foremost in the ustānīs' dealings with their male colleagues, they shared urbane value judgements about the task at hand: to enlighten and reform rural children. And if the ustānīs wielded little authority in relation to the male staff, perhaps they had more prospect of doing so over their pupils. As women teaching girls, the ustānīs could engage directly and openly with their pupils. As adult women they had age on their side, given that they were teaching girls-most of whom had not yet reached puberty-trained to respect their elders. The ustānīs also had a range of skills-in Urdu, Hindi, English, reciting the Qur'ān Sarīf and in prayer-that the little girls lacked.
Several were experienced teachers, whether in school-teaching or instructing small groups of children in Bijnor town to read the Qur'ān Sarīf. Moreover, their demeanour was inflected with urbane gendered characteristics that marked them off from villagers-and the urban/urbane generally trumped the rural/rustic. But how much authority could the ustānīs marshal?
In the first class, girls began learning Urdu using the ibtidāʼī qaʻida [introductory for the short period she taught at the madrasa), rather than being engaged in theological debate. The girls, then, did not approach the situation described by Alam, of boys attending a madrasa elsewhere in UP being taught how to argue and debate. 26 The girls' command over religious texts was largely a matter of sight-reading the Qur'ān Sarīf, with some basic understanding of the meaning of what they recited. In addition, the madrasa was registered with the UP Board of Education and Asmat and Hanisa taught 'worldly' subjects such as Hindi, English and mathematics up to class 5. 'Transfer Certificates' issued to children passing the Class 5 exams enabled them to transfer into mainstream schools (although hardly any girls attending the madrasa did so).
27
Within the classroom, the ustānīs' demeanour and the behaviour they expected of their pupils generated a calm and studious atmosphere. Mostly, the ustānīs talked both gently and genteelly, avoiding shouting, marking their speech with clear breaks between words and using Farsi-derived Urdu rather than more everyday speech. The regime of bodily discipline entailed sitting cross-legged on rush matting for ustānīs and girls alike, with the girls supporting their books and slates either in their hands or on low racks. Girls were required to 25 See Jeffery, Jeffery, and Jeffrey, "Islamisation, Gentrification and Domestication." 26 Alam, "The Enemy Within."
Jeffery, Jeffery and Jeffrey: Leading by Example/18 7 January 2010 as sent to Masooda focus on their work, murmuring as they recited the texts they had been allocated, swaying gently back and forth especially when reading passages from the Qur'ān Sarīf. 28 Several ustānīs had a stick for threatening the disobedient (though we never saw one used). In class, the ustānīs always wore clean and simple salwār-qamīṣ and dopaṭṭā and they expected similar standards of decorum and cleanliness from their pupils. The ustānīs regularly checked their pupils, reprimanding girls whose fingernails were uncut and lined with grime or whose hair was uncombed, un-oiled or infested with head lice, and sending girls whose uniforms were dirty home to change.
Madrasa teachers, including the Begawala ustānīs, often portrayed children as tabulae rasae and they talked proudly of their creative capacity to mould children into civilised products like potters mould clay before firing it. Indeed, the ustānīs described their teaching as a religious obligation to spread enlightenment to rustic children whom they considered jāhil [illiterate, uncivilised, ill-mannered, uncouth] in matters related to prayer and Qur'ān Sarīf recitation and the niceties of urbane sociality connoted by adab and akhlāq [courtesy, refinement, affability, virtue and morality]. 29 Like many of the molvīs to whom we talked, the ustānīs often commented that boys used their education selfishly (for instance, to obtain employment). The ustānīs had no ambition to coach girls for paid employment-which few rural parents would want-but they considered that educated girls contributed to the greater good by instructing a whole family [khāndān] . Moreover, a madrasa education plays well for 28 When we interviewed Shabnam at home, her baby swayed and murmured baby-talk whilst clutching a piece of paper, imitating what she had seen in the madrasa. As embodied examples of urbane female behaviour, the ustānīs were to make a crucial contribution to this long-term project. In place of the rustic manners of potentially wayward village girls, they trained girls in the feminine behaviour required by urbane patriarchy-the gender separation entailed in parda practices, the body language of concealment (such as head covering and avoiding eye contact), the courteous speech forms that would instantly flag their respect for male authority and for older women. The madrasa pupils were continually exposed to verbal and visual messages to this effect: the ustānīs dealing with male colleagues, their use of their dopaṭṭā and burqaʽ to signal distance from men, the chaperoning of the molvī entrusted with teaching the senior girls, the girls' smaller classrooms and larger class sizes, the lack of boarding facilities for girls, and the cessation of Aisha's employment because her marriage had been arranged. We can only surmise about the understandings that girls imbibed about their entitlements as girls and women-but they probably tended to reinforce rather than undermine conventional understandings of gender differences and gender inequalities.
But how successful could the ustānīs realistically expect to be in replacing rustic patriarchy with urbane patriarchy? Often, indeed, they and the molvīs talked of the stiff challenges they faced in achieving their 'civilising mission'. Like schoolteachers we Jeffery, Jeffery and Jeffrey: Leading by Example/20 7 January 2010 as sent to Masooda interviewed, the ustānīs were acutely aware that anything they managed to convey to their pupils could all too readily be subverted once the girls went back to their village homes. Their male colleagues also lamented how hard it was to teach village children who returned to environments in which speech fell far short of the standards of refined Urdu and was often replete with swearing. Most pupils were from village homes. Most of their mothers (if not their fathers too) had attended a school or madrasa only for a short time (if at all) and could read neither Urdu and Hindi nor the Qur'ān Sarīf themselves. The girls entered the madrasa unfamiliar with writing and reading skills and the formal teaching began with teaching the girls to recognise letters and form them on their slates. But the ustānīs could not rely upon parental support to ensure that the girls revised their work at home, the classic problem of 'first-generation' students. Meanwhile, within the madrasa, the ustānīs were hampered by the gender inequalities enacted in the large class sizes and the small classrooms. It was hard to provide individual attention, for instance hearing girls reciting passages they had memorised or checking their written work. Academically, the ustānīs' aspirations and achievements were quite modest. Farida Khatun felt she contributed to some small changes in village ambience, although most girls attending the Begawala madrasa attained only modest (and possibly rather impermanent) literacy.
The ustānīs often emphasised the importance of beginning to teach girls when they were very young, before bad habits had become engrained, and of encouraging their parents to allow them to continue attending after puberty. Yet it is unclear that even this could solve the problems perceived by the madrasa staff. Indeed, village women's workloads often required them to delegate a lot of childcare to older children, generally girls-whose ability to revise their studies was thereby jeopardised.
Exhortation alone would not prevent children from playing in dusty alley-ways or families from living in close proximity to their cattle. Instructing girls on the importance of careful household budgeting would not enable them to escape the seasonality and unpredictability of most rural incomes. In other words, the madrasa teachers' didactic agendas promoted lifestyles that could not readily be adopted by poor villagers.
It is instructive to contrast the Begawala ustānīs with Muslim women elsewhere in South Asia who are involved in Islamic education. Recently, several scholars have examined all-women study groups, in which instruction and discussions are led by women. 31 These cases all focus on adult volunteers motivated to engage in projects of self-realisation and debate. In Begawala, however, the ustānīs were dealing with young girls whom they considered needed disciplining, not with voluntarily self-disciplining adults. This made for weak links in the chain: the girls might not be committed to learning and they might not see the relevance for their own lives of what they were being taught. Indeed, some village women told us that as children they had sometimes hidden in the sugarcane fields all day instead of going to the madrasa. Girls would return home each evening to family and village environments that were often not conducive to sustaining behaviour attuned to the madrasa (particularly during the month-long break for Ramz̤ ān) and because most girls were withdrawn from the madrasa around or even before puberty. 32 Indeed, the Principal commented that once girls left off studying, they all too easily relapsed into illiteracy because the village environment gave so little opportunity for reading and mothers could not support their children's efforts to achieve the niceties of speech or the skills of literacy.
Leading by Example?
Aside from Aisha, the ustānīs could not claim significant authority based on formal textually-based qualifications in advanced theological studies. Moreover, the ustānīs' participation in the madrasa was premised on their upholding conventional parda norms:
separation of male and female space, concealment, self-effacement, the effective silencing of the ustānīs (even the well-qualified Aisha) in relation to male colleagues, and the ustānīs' need to be constantly mindful of the threats their paid employment posed to their respectability. In combination, these severely limited the ustānīs' impact on the organisation of the madrasa. Yet the ustānīs at the Begawala madrasa shared many of their pedagogic styles and ambitions with the molvīs teaching there and in the other madrasas we visited. In relation to their pupils, the ustānīs aimed to 'civilise' the girls in their charge, not challenging conventional gender norms so much as to trying to supplant rustic styles of gendered behaviour with urbane ones. To some degree, many rural parents bought into this visioneven if they were unable to provide the supportive home environments that the ustānīs (and the molvīs too) considered vital for this endeavour to succeed. Indeed, the ustānīs had a rather 32 Jeffery, Jeffery, and Jeffrey, "The Mother's Lap", "The First Madrasa." Boys tended to drop out earlier than girls to enter an apprenticeship or paid employment, an indication of the economic conditions of most pupils' families.
Jeffery, Jeffery and Jeffrey: Leading by Example/23 7 January 2010 as sent to Masooda limited capacity to alter the lives of most of the girls in their charge, precisely because their agenda was inflected with gendered urban middle-class assumptions that did not map well onto village realities. Thus, within the cloistered madrasa spaces and in relation to the molvīs and their female pupils, the authority that the ustānīs could exercise was extremely circumscribed.
As we have argued elsewhere, madrasas in contemporary UP are a rather ambiguous kind of educational institution. 33 Whilst they may plug a gap in UP's educational provision, they do so in ways that reflect and also perpetuate the fragmentation of educational provision that reproduces inequalities of educational and occupational outcomes. Many boys graduated from the Begawala madrasa with limited literacy skills, especially in Hindi. Aside from the handful of boys who went on to attend advanced theological seminaries, few left equipped to compete in the labour market on favourable terms. And girls were not being prepared to enter the labour market at all. Educational segregation constantly replicates Muslims' economic and social exclusion and heightens their vulnerability to discrimination. From this broader perspective, the ustānīs and the molvīs had much in common-for none of them wielded such authority in the wider world that they could disrupt or transform the marginalised position of poor rural Muslims in UP.
